The effect of retrieval instructions on false recognition: exploring the nature of the gist memory impairment in amnesia.
In previous studies, we found that amnesic patients show reduced levels of false recognition in a converging semantic associates paradigm. This finding was interpreted as reflecting an impairment in amnesia in the ability to form, retain and/or retrieve a well-organized representation of the semantic 'gist' of studied items. To further explore the nature of amnesics' impairment in gist memory, the current study compared performance in two retrieval conditions. In a standard retrieval condition, participants were asked to endorse on a recognition test only items that had appeared on the study list. In a meaning retrieval condition, participants were asked to endorse any item that shared the meaning of studied items. Meaning retrieval instructions failed to eliminate the reduction in false recognition in amnesia. These results suggest that amnesics' impairment in gist memory is not attributable to a failure to access well-formed gist representations when given item-specific retrieval cues. Rather, it suggests that amnesic patients are impaired in their ability to encode, store, or maintain strong gist information.